
The Deep Hole 

By Elizabeth Borys 

 Look before you leap. You must crawl before you can walk. Still waters run deep. These 

are a few of the cliché words of wisdom that parents use when explaining to children why they 

can’t do this or that. My father comes from a different approach. He prefers “Do as I say or 

drown”. 

 Every neighborhood has its own folktales and legends pertaining to some eerie area 

which becomes gossip among children. Lake Villa was no different. I grew up at the end of 6th 

Avenue in a vividly lime house with a long lush yard that extended all the way down to an 

expansive lake. Alongside our house was the public boat landing, which in the winter took on a 

transformation into the most dangerous sledding hill in Lake County. Leading down into the 

lake, the boat landing ended in a murky hole where boats slipped off their trailers and plunged in. 

 At the age of four, I believed a gloomy underwater hole had more of a mystifying 

purpose than that offered by the adult populace. Anytime someone would refer to that area, they 

would call it The Deep Hole. It was more of an ominous entity than a part of the boat landing. 

Rumors circulated among the neighborhood children of 20-foot catfish waiting there to snatch 

unsuspecting swimmers, unsolved mysteries of cars being tugged in by muculent tentacles, and 

Ursula from “The Little Mermaid” creating a new tyrannical empire within those watery 

shadows. This was enough to give The Deep Hole its supernatural reputation. 

 On occasion, I stood captivated on the rickety pier beside the imposing waters. I tried to 

peer through the forests of seaweed as the sunlight blocking branches swayed in that twilight 

realm. The haunting tales did not discourage my curiosity. I wanted to uncover the truth behind 

the unnatural secrets veiled within The Deep Hole.  



Little children were always wandering into that forbidden section of the beach drawn by 

the same inquisitive appeal. It was common to see scenes of hysterical mothers flinging towels, 

sunblock, and sunglasses into the wind, while snatching their children away from The Deep 

Hole. You would have thought that they were rescuing their offspring from epic sea monsters of 

the likes of Scylla or Charybdis.  

 No matter how many warnings, scoldings, and pleadings my parents gave me, I always 

found myself drawn back to it. I was devoted to my mission of uncovering the truth of that 

unseen world. My only obstacle was the overwhelming concern my parents had for my welfare. 

For the most part, my father assumed that his word was law. Therefore, it was to be obeyed 

without question. I always had other ideas.  

The open form of dialogue we had embraced as father and daughter was characterized by 

the varied ways of expressing opposition. This ranged from his “No.” to my “I don’t care.” onto 

his threatening “Don’t even think about it.” that led to my rebuttal with “You’re not the boss of 

me.” which evoked his retaliation of “I am your father. I AM THE BOSS!” These exchanges 

usually ended with an intense glaring contest. Any child would have been daunted by the 

commanding will of a Stalin look-alike, but then again, stubbornness does run in the family. 

  One day my father decided to put an end to all of the interest that had been built up in the 

mystery of The Deep Hole. While my mother was distracted with setting up the beach towels, he 

took me aside. He looked straight down at me trying to inducing as much authority that his 6’6’’ 

stature could impose on a willful four year old. No methods of coaxing, reasoning, or appeals to 

logic had worked; intimidation was usually a favorite last resort. 

 “Little kids drown there” was his opening line. “You may think you know how to swim, 

but that’s usually when you know where the bottom is.” My father’s systematic approach was an 



indication that he had planned this speech out. He was trying to make sure that the message was 

incandescently clear. I already assumed that I knew what the punch line was going to be. 

Instinctively I armed myself with a list of defiant comebacks. He kept eye contact with me trying 

to break my rebellious gaze, but I kept looking back. From my viewpoint (a whole three feet 

closer to the ground), he was so massive that he was blocking out the sun. My father had the 

appearance of the enforcer of the universe, but it did not subdue my urge to explore The Deep 

Hole.  

 “You know that I’m going to tell you not to go there again. However, I also know that 

you haven’t listened before. If you want to go in there then go. The only way you’re going to 

learn is one of two ways: Do as I say or drown” he had left it at that. I was stunned. My ears had 

toned out the warning in his words all my mind concentrated on was “If you want to go in there 

then go.” As far as I was concerned, I had been given permission to go through with my 

investigation! The concept of drowning never seemed like a possibility. It was inconceivable. I 

had never experienced it, so I had no reason to believe it could ever happen to me. 

 I wasted no time scurrying over to the boat landing. Standing there with waves lapping at 

my toes, I was at the edge of the barrier between what I knew of reality on land and the unknown 

within the lake. Slowly, I waded along the sandy slope as the water started to cool with every 

step down. The anticipation of what I would find was fueled by my adrenaline and added to the 

tingling sensation of the cold water. 

 The slope ended five feet away from the beach and dramatically dropped off into the 

abyss covered with seaweed and duskiness. I took a glorious step off the sandy slope feeling the 

bottom drop out from under me. Then I saw the blue horizon instantly disappear as it was 

replaced by a blurry dim scene. I had gotten what I wanted. I was an explorer attempting to 



conquer the legends of Lake Villa. It took me only a few seconds to realize that I had promptly 

lost my desire to see the sights of The Deep Hole. The surface had somehow managed to slip 

away from me and I had a renewed affinity for oxygen. The Deep Hole had rejected me as a 

conqueror but preferred me as a victim. 

 Knowing that curiosity holds tighter bonds than parental threats, my father had made sure 

to keep an eye on me after our talk. Once he observed my little arms thrashing about trying to 

climb to the surface he was there to fish me out. Seventeen years later, we recalled that episode 

of our Lake Villa exploits. My father admitted to waiting a few extra moments in order to allow 

me the experience of drowning. I was appalled to hear that my father had taken the role of a 

spectator as I was fighting for survival. His explanation: It was the only way he could break the 

spell of The Deep Hole. With that domineering gaze, he said “What did I tell you? Do as I say or 

drown. You didn’t listen so you drowned.” I couldn’t argue that point. It did cure my childish 

fascination.  

 


